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Ambiguity can be enjoyed 
context, in unclear comparisons, in words 
casual disorders. In spite of the grammar 
"disambiguate," it is doubtful that any v 
acts can eliminate ambiguity, since langu 
which can stand for one thing or another, 
symbols create lexical ambiguity, but als 
homonyms, homographs, and homophones. Wri 
ambiguity to advantage through the use of 
other conceits. Or ambiguity can be used 
called for so long as some connection, ho 
Other forms of humor also depend on ambig 
satire, and phatic expression. Abuses of 
where unintended ambiguity may lead to un 
results. Whatever the case for ambiguity, 
societies" coping with the world. Life's 
quality vhich irks yet delights should be 
that ambiguity is inescapable. (HOD) 
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OWNER." 

The pqy vnG j;^'^-^- "^^^--i:;^^''-^- 5-?hc^s'a pretty little, girl, f^iie va^ .e:)- 

t-? •■'t'Ai:'i.*-T:)-"i.- ri"X^jot. i'-^'O locked:! h^irdf"^ ' . 

• r-a3f>cK0' Xtcva hcmri^^\>ray? Or jJaGriieii Haraiaeut or pc^rhayD ]'or;3 M:K-D">?irililV 

■■' ^' ■ ""V ^ .-^ ... .. 

■'You .fj'.ow me, " a vomsm seid behind him.~ ■ . . 

And Her« is a passage from the short ?tory which Ernest Memiffgway once placed 
at the head of a list of his stories: 

Peyi>?'.;;'c> had boon vi'ong- This v^is certainly the 
»»ay to take it. You i^^ost ceitpiriiy cjuld nctr tel.l. a . 
damned thiiv^ '^.bout an American- He V7?is- all for IV'icoTribeT^ 

Actually the first paragraph i in not • a pass?.ge at a.ll but separate sentences 
used b;^ P^ul Roberts to 11 l;u^:trate t/ne dengei^^ oi ambiguity* Rober^rs warns 
an another place; .the :,'riter can fall into this .trouble ^aite easily. He 

can av^o'id it only by learning to be alive to the possibilities and to make 
sure bis (Tieanlnfts are clearly signaled- ^ _ 

Although a modern 5:;rr>i'VuariHn, 1-^obertn joinG the . traaltlonallGts »vho down' .. 
ainbiauity and praise clarity v The Tressier^Christ grammar series fe^^^ 
ventb. grade students a long list of words "often cbnf ui5ed becr,nise of the^ r 
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. FiOund or ijyjpenrarjGo,. Mastej- the ni [the authors say] and you vrill tsike a long 
nt'vr? tov/eir<l. Bafeijunrcliiit^ yourself against embarrass im'; mistakes, '"^^ And John 
V.'arrirjer,, in his \ifJuo.l crlsp; unambiguous vay,. vrarns ninth s^T.dors: "Your 
: sentences fshould st&te clearly vhat things are being coiraared.".' 

■ As tiie only p£?r£on in the vorld vho has edited Tresoler-Chrict, V/arriner, . 
and Robertrv* T run not abr/Ul- to decla/^e that those authorise y are vrong. Still, 
anyone can iikIgc ^^^^uch of the fun' in lifs^ ny t;tcadrar.tly and straight -faccdly .■ 
j-erosiriii to en.ioy a:fibi£^uity in sttil^ement?:? vithout context^ in uncleaa' com- 
p:-jLrii:-ons, in -irordc often confused; and. in carAval dinordor^;. My dei'enr^e ol' : ; 
fi^ribif::;^iity ia triggered hot by' the v/arnings of Warriner^ Christ; and Robertc.; 
h*\:t by ;r,he cjx'.niiir^ e'::.';'?^oyz?/:i:.t tri^^^sforr^aticnal ^-— — '^^"-^^ ^,rarr.:irinne rrrdcc 
of one of the leact r.Li!ibir;;\;ous vords ever---disa.mbip;uate. VJ'hen they tell inc to 
di^ismbifiuaL'.v arub '.guous senbon'icos by fsjolng tp the deep structure vhere lie all 

secrets^ 'I'balk. I anV not at 0.II sure that I tixist decp-stru.c;tA.ire e>4)lanations 

' " ■ . ■ ■ . ' \^ 

• but I do tru^^t aiiibiguity/. ;■ ' - ; 

I doubt H>h at any ^nJ.ful, act or even any Gonibination- of wilful act^ can" . . 
• elii-ninate ambitprity. Like lan|7;ua^e itself; ambiguity reaches Jeep into the 
roots of JT-au 's thou^;>ht patterns, ^A^iiblguity covers a- lot cf grcrLind: it refers 

• to ariy-statc:nefit or .situatiorr that bears inore than one interpretation. V.^ill- 
ir?ra Empson^ on pa^i,e v>r?.e of The ^^vei3^?ype£j; . 

^ clently extended sence. Lsny prose statcn:ent"-could be called arffoiijuoas. . , - 

L3np:u'5.£e is a systoni of : 8yn*bols. The elements of language --sounds ; letters, 
v-ords~~.are ell r^ytJ^oli^;. Since a' syrribol is one thi.ng triat stands for another; 
.■ language is born Into ambiguity,: 0.n« vay to avoid this kind of smbigvuty yas.; ' ■ 
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advfiiKiod critiricn.IIy by Jonathan Svriffc. Leriue]. Gulliver met a learned man 

vho thought to Inviirove language by \aboli5hing v;ords: "Since vords are only 

names for' things , it would be more convenient for all men to carry about their/ ^ '\ 

such th^ingJ) r.f:> vere necezsrxvy to express the particular husi.ness they are to 

. discourse . on. " Ife admits; one drawback: ''If. a man's hurd-ness be very great; and 

^ of various kinds ^ he must be obliged -in proportion to carry a greater bundle 
of thirj^s upon his back/' How.., by thi?) system., vould Alan Shepherd tiencribe ; 

: liis pionc::6r t!t*ip to Outerr 5pf\ce or . his golf shot uii the iaoori^ Huw v/ould Hexjir^/ 
Kir^jGln-^ier describe his trip 'to China? Hovr would you tell of future planr. or 
pro^raT^^R or dangers? The duality of symbols usually doesn't trouble ug be- 
cauTiO ve move faster tVian a speeding computer from the syinteni of syriibolizatiovi 
to the system 'of referents. fJvery child leai^ning to talk sorts out . Gound? and. 
ii-tatchert them up v/ith . referenT.s* "All the ftouncls of all lo'iown X'^ngu^ffiv:^ have ' : 

been diocovered in t^ye meaningless babble of babes. The infant^ as he inoves fror?] the 
squi(;^;/5y, ai?orpho\is aiiibig.vJ.ty. of the untamed natural world to the more' controlrled" • 
huuuin.woi\V^>; P^<-'^''^^^ or^t those sounds he finds useful and discards the rest. • By 
the tiine J.ie ''tiikcs a language" in high', school, he can no lo7iger say those sounds ; 

. he babbled as a babe. . ; . . ' ' ' 

Bxit corr^'jlcte cent i;ol and coruplete clarity are beyond }iuman powers. The ^' . 
use of iHyiitbol, creates both ie-xiea]. and phoneti c ambiguity . ^ . The imighly forty \ [ 
sounds of English; for " exainple ^ are all ve have from which to form hundreds .of 
thousands of vrords. Our lan^^aage is .peppered with homonymo., hom.ographs • and • 
homophones: ' : - ■■ ' ' j. 

; ■ ' ^''.V:x\ going to- A3.ask£j- to' hunt' bear.'' • ■ ' • .' ■ 

' V "Well, don't c^tch cold.'' " ' ; : ■ ' ; , '^ '. . V ' ' ; ? •, 
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There arc- 'J ven- e» ingle ;;o.i\l^; so -ainbifraous that they liavc dict:Loriary (k3-< 
finitions .l8C) ctegroofj apart. Ration alize moanG both to une reason and not 
. tcf uoe reation'; cleave moans both to stick to and to r^pllt aparl:: irvive]. is 
■defined :-is "to unravel/' Such v.^ords usually don 't glive us cerioui; trouble: 
context almost alvrays providoe necoasary clues to the meaning. One ii-ain source 
of confusion xp^ tlie melding of lexical and phonetic arrii:>iguity . Vfnen v;e speak 
the sounds riyinooli zed as /bar/,, v/e can mean bear; the furry animal; bea r ^ to, 
carry; or bare, naked, or'*|:o make naked. Etyr^ioD.ogically these ai'e three differ-, 
ent vorcis* - The reader nxast choose- botvcen the first, two; the listener must' 
choose fro!n all three. So readily, however, do we liA^e with ambiguous pos si- ) 
bilities that ve. nearly always choose ,the riglit /bai*/ without batting an eye - 
(or an' earV J . 

Bat "lexical and plionetic ambiguitjr' reach beyond paii^s li);e bea^/bare* 

Thousands of words :>ound al.most like others: • . 

. ■ * ■ , . ■ ■ ... " ■ ' . 

"What station is this?" • ' 

" ^ ' "Wembly.^' . ; . ' ; ■ ^ 

:'."0h. I thought it was Thursdayi." ; . ^ 

. .' , **Me too. IiCtrs get off and get a drink.'^ ■ : 

V/hen we speak we don't generally bother to complete sentences or, even . 

vrord's; each omit.ted or slurred sound and v/ord creates -its bvm semantic breach 

■ thrcu^-h which ambigviity may seep^ or flood. ' Because as listeners ' v^e insist. , 

that langue.ge co^'bmnicate. v,'e tend to fill in whatever meanings seem most 

probable- Sometimes the' results -are funny, . sometimes tragic, sonietimes . only 

: : .'■.■^ ■ .-..v 

■ annoying.'., ■■ ' ' . ■ ' 

. : Even when • 've carefully guard our enunciation and .^.ronimclat ion j \re can 
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find ouroo3.ve3 wandering in odd hickkra bogs' ox" iricanlng/ ,We ugg vrords difrcrently 

from the vsyn our parents ^ grancipareirts , and other remote ancestors .f3id. 

v/ords become layered in meaainf^s fir> ;onlons are layered in fie:.u"u V.Hien ve read 

Shake speared or the P/ible. vo get flurrrnoxed by the coinmon vords vrith corriiont 

everyday meaninfs^>. V/lien v:e hear lianiret tf,^ll OpheliaV ''^-t thee to a nunnery/V 

or .vhen we read that God i£5 av/ful , ve think ve understand. ].'ut v^hen t})ose 

linef-:5 vejce vrritteii; ' the vordr> ni;nner-y and. da?1'u]. .had ' :r.canin;;;s oii^a 

different frojri the .nodern ones. 

In the best ~krvo**vn-i bob!-: on General' SemrjntioS; 8. I* Haya>:ava .f^ives tlie 

example of br oadca st* About 192L its principa]. meaninf^; svitched f^iaddenly fro^n . 

"spre^tdiag seed*' to "fie'^d tng out ?*wdi.o v/f!ves.^' " /'''>».e ^-^ord :j ? '^v^vi o^v'^'ly '^•or-- 

pound of bi^J^^i^ indicating even earlier iiieanings . To Tr.ove in the 

. ^ 

cppocite dli'ection in time : the ' radio listener of the Tv^entle^^ v'ould be con- 

■ fused, at-, the TV viever's expression vatcji a broadcaGt . Since \re usually retain 
old meanings J at least for a t line . bxyadcast today ambiguoiisly carries a3.1 V 
three meanings and contains the rnetaphorical remains of the ■ tvo earlier and . . 
still extant \rordy. ■ ^ ■ 

.' ' Anbiguity lux'ka even in proper namef?- deVsignated. traditioiially ay t^^^ 
r.eViief> of ^'particular" personc^ pD.aces, or thingo* . The person naiaed shaj."'es the 
reference\ vat/n everyone vhoever bore tli^^ name. Most of us go throilgh' lia'e- 
shad.bwed. by cosnominal coVLfu5:;ion.. Mai-VvS or Johns ' have more trouble than most* 
Ado.lphr. and Benito?, have" their ov/n particular "crosr.es to bear, Mary.^ o'f course;. 

•is especial!^' popular in Catholic coa]im;jnities^vhlj,e surveys of bii'H^h records . ' 

. assure-iis that Ado Iph is no longer populi^r anyvhore, ./ ■ ■ 
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lake most other vrords, propc^i* nanios have thci3.\ seasons. Although 
" ShalvosoenreVs \-/arr:lor Hctsmr a Percy/ no American boy v/ants to be called 
Percy. Proper nanv3s call .ud connotations not only of other na^nes but also of 
. otlier vords : v.atnesses bear na:neG like LipschitZ; Hogg,' Hoar, and Backliouse. 
The noted black leo.dcr Walter V/hite turned this evocative Quality to 
advantat>e v/hen he vrry.l.y cn.titJ.ecl his autobyuography, A Man Called White. 

. The type of ainbig^aity a-'^'am:narian3 hate most is the syntactic kind. To" 
avoid thic lan(:;L;r;2;c trap/ ::iodcrn linguistc depend on a creative criterion; 
•vbiciv-tjiey call the xntuition of the native speaker of the language. Un- 

■ fortunateD.y.t this test often fails to prevent intelligent and educated native 

■ speakers .from creating syatactic ambigu.it ics. For e>ramT)le, vrhen a respected 
university chose as its motto "VJe believe in doing v/hat we do v;el].," the. 
scho3.aT3 v.'ho chose and tha^e who eippD.auded must not have seen . the ambimiity." 

llifdi' school and college teachers- of composition find ambrguities in 
nearly evciy paper they correct y e ven though- the writers ai*e nearly all nat ive 
speakers v1io intend. to vrite clearly. Norman C. Stageberg explains, that the 
student . makes bhis kind of mistake because he has not developed "reader auare*-' 
ness:. he does not" leaj-n to step outside himself and survey his vrords as vrith ■ .. 
. the mi?-;d of another person. "'^ i. I ; 

. Kjnpson's criterion for ambi^aiity is that "somebody might be puzzled, even 



This distinction is critical. The closed grammar syst en 



if not yourself 

of 'the modern. linp;uisf i.s , in effect^ a fiction vhen applied to v/hat you .or I 
say: any syntactic system is actuaJ.ly .^m idios^^nitaX; the system of only tb^^ 
va*iter hiuiGclf . V/h,enever' in a .tight -spot ^ . the transformationalist refers to- 
his:. o>/n intuitions/ which he labels "those of the native speaker. " He might 
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•better admit that any two native speakers are , rtlrr.ost cer^tain to intorpret 
-a series ' of statements in tUrferont vays» SoiT^ekiines theac diffci'^nces are 
only slight and not signif icG.nt ; other times the interpT'ctstions di'ITer j 
.enoug).! to create ambiguous situatioas" and- mi^;ni^der?;taadin^^s . ■ It then becomes 
the Gvorn duty of grainmarians ^ editors/ critics , lavryerS; and other Isngi-iage-^ 
hustlers to disanibiguatc. ■ 

Writers "sotiK^/cinies turn CTnbi£^;i^ity to advantage. Poets deliberately seek 



women, turn lip in peculiar parallels and giiises. Will Shakespeeire" sr>range3.y 
requests:,, "Shall I. eoriTnare thee .to a svunmer day?" VJhat girl (or boy, for 
that matter) could refuse? Other exaiiiples abound: 
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"Oh^ my lovcVs like a red, red j.'ose*" . 

" .. ■ ■ .' * ■ - "'■ ' ■ . .'\ 
. ■■■ . ' -'-Burns 



"She is the yiolet; 
The daisy delectable, . 

The colujribihe coj'ahendablo . • \ , / 

Perhaps Thomas Campion is the champion of uietaphorical transformation in his 

• . • ■ . I. ■ ' ■ ■ . 

brilliant song: 

•^There^is' a garden in her face, . ••' . .■ ■ . ■ 

• Where, roses and white lilies grov, , ' .;" . 

■ ' ■ ' :■■ \ A heavenly pai'*odi'se. is that place . : . . , . : . 

iOv, V/herein. all pleasai^t fruit do flow. ^ . . : 

It evades .the issue to■.arg^^^ that ^ ^nnco. poetsVand their rodders, use : raetaphor 
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cieliberatoiV; they aro nc't dea3.ing in aribi&aiity . * litoson, root tis veil ae-^ ■ 
critic J vn-ites that "all Good poetry [is] supposed to.be ambiguovis, "-"^-1 Robei-b 



Frost must have bee:i| pulling his questioner * r. leg vrhen he answered rvbout ^fche 
ni^aning o.f one of his poems : If I had wanted to mean .sbmethinto; elfoe , I should 
have said it- " 

Metar^hor iry ambi<£;\.ii Ivy: the point of rnetaphor is that there is not only a'" 
: posGibility . but even, a nece.r->r.ity to .interpret a statexnent or a situaticn":~in 
various wayc^v '-'Ba-t' interpi^*t "a garden in her face tJu^ same way in-- . 
; ternret ''a pic in ht^r ft'.cc"' or even ''her potatb face.*' " . ' , 

An aiabiguous literary reD.ative of metaphor is displaceifK?nt,j the theory 
thr.\t intvitti".^'^ avraroncc:." of 5::,'7r:bolic cr.otional cicpcricncc 110 2: at the heart , • 
of much :c:rth, legend^ and pceti'y!;- V/ alt V'iiitiaan '"s" Leaves of Gfrass^, " ' vrith Its 

references to g,.^^ass-eoyered gravesy hints- of • ^Sigmrond Freud carried 

. ■■: ■ '• . ' '■ ■ . ■ ■" ' / ■ - . . ■ v. ■^■■1. ' ' ■ ■■: ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ' ■ . "■ ■ ■■■ ' 
dis3:jlacement into p3ychoanalysis vrith his recognition of corninon .emotional ! . 

e:q)eriences vhio>ii he classified as the Kloctra complex and the Oedipus complqx. . . 

Much of metaphor has a homey righ/bness that sinks into the O.anguage: v/e 

lose conseio\isne-3s of the metax^htrr. Man, noticing huiAdreds of real or fancied ; " . 

parallels to'.hisv bodily structure ^ has coined hundreds of phrases that have ■ • ■ 

bec. O'rno "deacV me'oajjhors : head of the. company (or of cabbat^e); eye of the 
.hurricance; rno\i.th of the river^ ara of the governrnent^ elbow inacai'oni, shoulder • 

of the i:'oad, artichoke heaix., body of lateratiire , Icnee of the tree, foot of the''; 

bed, \i::ap3on again: -"iMetaphor; ^::ore or loss far-fotchetl more of less conjplica tedj 
more or=-less ttU-ien for granl^ed. {so as to be xuiconscious)^ is the.jnorraal mode 



12 ■ ' 

01] development of a Xangimgev . "language then/ is built . like coral; on the body 
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■ ■ • . ■ ' " • ' ■ ■ .■ . =■•■',■ ' ■ " ;'■ ' 

of dead metaphors. • .' ' • 

One result ol' r.chool English is lihat students sometimes beconie convinced' 
that mettiphor hasn^t been used since. Kobort Brovming lind xs'llr'^abeth Barrett fled' 
from bleak. WiiTipole Street to sunny Italy . . In so:ne c].assrooir.s', though ^ students ■ 
learn that metaphors do s^-lll appear^ most fervently on the sports page/ v/'here 
Len Davson tosses long borabs, '^Boom/. Boom" Geoff rion blasts- holes in one kind 
of neb J Pancho Gonzales: booms cannonballs a/cross another kind of net^, ajid a • 
once- potent baseball team?is st 111 occasionally referred to a^': the Bron>L Bombers . 

.Other teach.erS; even more ventu.resbrne^. dejnonstrate the aiiibiguity of popular , 
songs: Wiat and v/here in the^ vorld (or out of this: vorld?-) are ''the vinclraii.'ts ; 
of ■ your mind"? 0?:' the "bach roads of .your mind"? Or even "tne canyons of 'the 
pjind"? V/liat makes" Jesus'-Chrlst; like Mrs. Robinson's friend Jolting Joe, ^ a 
SuT^erstar? v/hat d.s Lucy in the isky doing vhxh diajnonds:. Lucy is a ixrime example'^' 
of one imni's metaphor being another jri^in Ts Xfieat . ' Some drug- conscious adults .: 
are convinced, that "Lucy in the. Sky VMth Diamo^^ids" is uncLerr';rourid, pop- culture - 
code for LSD.; When the. Beatles v/ere queried about this theo'ry, composer Johji : 
Lennon told a vide- eyed -tale aboutr'khe drav/ing a. little girl made and^. shoved - ; 
to her: daddy. These days there is| of course j : i!iuch suspension of the villingnes's : 
to disbelief much" fear of being jjut on^ off or do'fn: despite Lomon's ex- ; 
planatioxi/ JjSTj atill sounds more likely'.-. ' v • { 

Often;' as in thO'Lucy. 0^:305 ve stick' by the < explanation that demands' am- • 
biguity rather than '.accept strain;in'!'orv:'"ard explanations .; ■ M^^^ see;ms ■ 

to, be that a straij^htforvard explanation can^t be the right one . Our mental . ■ *' 
Gordian knots-, resist "Ockhain - s razor* . Da spite Dr . " Ockham/ w^^^^ the con-;... 
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trary. people continue to rriulbiply concepts and assiUTipfclons beyond necGssity.. 

In "part/ this 'obstinacy rnuy" result from the lact that amu.guity^ ^Lmlik^^ 
perfection can he fan . Or- - to illustrfvbe in the v'/orse vay- - can be pun Puns 
£-.re fan 37or everyone-" They a'l-e quick and demand euoufda inte.lJ.i£cence: to see- 
\7eird connections. Rowan and Martin have maci.e ^tbe rapid-fire pun a netict.ai"" \_ 

■ ].^stimo/ but the puu |:-oe3 back to Joe Miller |s jokc^^book and beyond to Arls-- . 
tophanes of The Bircls and Apu.leiu.s of The Golden" Ass. The ^^eauty of punning; 

. ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ , f ' ••■ " ■ vi 

, ■ ' ■ ■ . ■ 

ambirn).ity that ■ sense' is not cal2.ed for-soMon'g as Gome connect ion, hove ver 

outrageous; is niadrr. A student wrote this on a recent paper: . * ■ 

■ . ■ '■• ' ■ ' • - ■ ' ■ ■' ■ • .\- ' ' - 

T'ne top lY show is Kov;-an ^- Martin * s Rmanza. . ' • 

■ • - ■ ' . ■ ■ . ■ ■ . r> " ' ' . 

A reader of the SaT-urOay "Roviev;: foi^jncl th'ts one o^ra Pr-esbyl-.^?'iaa Church 

\^OM A^igoles : . ■ ■ r. ■ ■ 

■■ . "" ? ■" • .. ■ , • ■ . • . . - ■ 

Road youx Eible- It will scare hell out. of you-"-**^' 

Other forifiS of - humor also depeTid on. a.Tiibiguity. One defir4tion of hunior 

■ is the b\rlnging togetlier : of incongruous; elements: recognition of inconipruity 
depends on. .a^nibiguitv'. The vievrer £'ses simJ:taiiebusJy-. tV7-0: situations^ the 
clashing perhaps of two conflicting life styles.: the beaut if ul?iy turned- out .. 
young j.ady speakin(^ Brooklyn.ese^ the banker reading Superman, coirdcs, the sister- 
in~lav.- of a pre>sldent pushing a dig-aif led advisor_, ful3.y dressed in dress 'clothes 
into a swimming pool. . * ♦ -.^^ 

. ./u-i.oth.er form of ^/ood spoT'i- is irony-; ambiguity epitpiniaed. When Marc 
Antony sa,id; "Brutus is an hcncrablo rac%n.; so are obey all, all honorable luon/' 

be meant whau lie said in one;\vay-.-a way that sharjpened his later ^point that 

. ,..■.»*■,■■■■ ■ - . ■ - ■ ■ ... , . .' 

these honorable men did, in Lhe assassination of Julius Caesar, act most dirj--' . 
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honorably. 'Shakespeare loved.this kind of irony Vhich accepts two truths at 
once: Macbeth Intones ^ "So foul* and fair a day I have not' seen"; , Heray IV ■ 
addj:esses his son as '^:iy; nearest and dearest enemy"; the duke in As Y ou Like 
It proclaims, "Sweet are 'the uses of adversity/' Students today are as fond o; 
irony as was Shakespeare/ s. school boy "crsA/ling like sno^il ' unviliingly to- sch 
Tbey put each other dovm with remrks like. "'B:3ariks for' nothing" and /'Do 
a favor; don't dp Jiie aii^'- favors'^ a-id "if you don't know^ I'm not going to 
tell you." \ ■/ 

A 'smaD.! step leads frora the ambiguity of irony to that of saoire. The / 
success of Had niagaaine it\b:j stem from its ability tq inaite sati^^e funny. Most 

sj^ '^<^^.>. t.kxC Sa wu.jLa.3'Cf J.O xttK*,(jL\i k^j- t-'ov^x 6ne pc*,x L/ri O-S. oJi-c: wvji .lCl Uilci 0 lie: lyjiM iJLf_^rj 

to^-ether^ by the ainbigiilty he builds /Dean .Sv/'ift's Modeei; Proposal is really 
a Monstrous Proposal. ^Ihe economics of English" lords eating. Irish babies • 
is, a].l th/5 moj^e devastating because it sounds • so .commonsensical: the poor 
infants are starving^ English landlords Jiave money ^ and Cf3n use, the: meat. -Fney 
can- live off the poor/ as it vere. ■ ; ■ \ ■ 

There remainiv a .final kind of purposeful ambiguity ; a kind, .vre use e^/-ery 
day and all day, usually unconsciously. This form may be t hie least ambiguous 
illustraiiioh of the human need for amoiguity.. It is phatic lru'jguage, .defined . 
by : Thomas dryles as the "everyday small: talk v/e use to establish I'apport, BB,k.e 
contact vith our fellows/ and. assure mutual good vriJ.l. ""^^ Phatic exchaxige . is' 
a hvimaai necessity « We say "Good morriint;" vrhen it 's blovring up a. storm. ■ Ife 
ask "iiov are . you? " v/hen A/e ' d ral-.her not' kaaovr. : Vfe engage in dia-logues like thi 
.' . . . ;v"Mce seeinc^ you ;agal^ lunch together soon." ; 
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"Yen, lot 'a." ■ / 

• * 

give you a call one of these days.'' 
"iJ'axie. I'm looking', lorward to it/' " . 

ThiG may all be double; talk but it is better than that talk that leads 
to trouble, to violence. 

Aj.thour^u t.he ancient Greek ancestoi* uord of phatic jueanrs "talking,'' the 
talking': itj.^c3.r counbG for little- It could as \/e.l]. be grav.''ly, (x^^oanSj nudr;ec-, 
pUTichoci^ pats., virlis. or kickr . Phatic. converrjatlon i'O both iceberg and ice- 
breaker; the vir,jble pavt allovo pi^ople to say vho.t they carx't say strai^Vit 
out. ' Dr. K>.irl Meirainger tells of the friendD.y yoiuig mriii vho coraes up to t?)o 
j'oadfiicle vhoro ve'rt^ ch-^^nrprxf^. a tire and asks: "fiot h flat tiro?'' n?li.e youiu^r 
/ran could say^ "1 \7 like to h^^lTJ you fix the tire*^; but^ as Mennjuger explains, 
"People are too tiinid and mutually dj.strusuful to be so direct. They vant to 
hear one another's voices. They need assuraxjce that otliers are ^ust 3. ike 
themsolve.-;. . ' 

S»I. IJayaicavra explains: '*Many situations in life deiuand that we pay no 
attention to what the words say, sitice the meaning rro.y often be a grea.t deal 
more intelligent and intelligible thcL.n the surface of the vrords tlioTaselvec. ""^^^ 

Bveot H'l'o the* uses of a?nbi£!;uity--inetaph6r, huirior, iron^>^, phatic excbanf^e. 
■feb a.bi.:!.es by a^tb:p;aity do exist. Unintended aiabiguity leo,ds to undesirod 
tuid eve a undesirable resuj.^s. There is a story about the early days of the 
Civil War vixen Union coMi^anderc in the South cax'ofally olj^served scivilian pi*op- 
crty ri;:ar:;s. 0:i:: void night af ter a day-long jrcrch a New Haiiipsliire regiment 
cif Ujc Anrij' oi' Ujo Poton^ac bivouacked in a Vir(-:lnia field surrounded by a 
four- tiered cpljt- rail fence. Tcie ;,:en oskf.\i if they could use the fence rails 
to ivako ci-v^rcfires. The divi^:ion ccrm::andcr reluctantly conceded: ''All right. 
,Hub take 'only uhe top rail in o';?,cl> section." Iviien the gene3:al rode back an 



hour later, the ren:.-e rails v;e2*e all gone; yet none or the Hev; Hampshire boys 
hod disobeyed the letter of hie order. 

The' general ' s oi-der typifies' the brand of ar^ibi^^uity that bothers grarniuarian 
teachers, aivd other* purists like v;riters for Time maca'^ine . Ono Tj.ine-se^-ver 
recent.ly bc£:an a rovie review; " ^Arabignous, ' appropriately^ hf;s two definitions. 
It means 'capr'.ble of being xinderstooa in" tvo or inore sense;3. ' Ii:. bilso ujenns 
'uncertnin. e^>peciaLly from obscurity or in^3ir..tinctne5.;s. ""^^^ Tiie reviewer's 
point \:txi) that a lecip for the fi3\st' category often ends in a falj. into the 
second. , ■ 

I j.ooked up aigbir^uovu: in four desk dictionaries. Thx^ee\, like the Tit-ie 
vrritei\, give-tliO tvo-or-niore senses meaning first; the fourth is Webster ' c 
Severrth Kev Ccllegia-Le Dicti on ary.-, v:here ''the' ea:0,iest asceirtainable defijiition 
is placed first. " The other throe diet^.-iiiaries list dcrf ijiiMoa^^. in the oj^der 
of fa-equcncy of usage rather than in chronological order. These three die- 
ticn.arj.es show tliat the unfavorable connotation, is losing favor; peo.i:>le are now 
eniplbyi.ng the ^.'•ord ajribi f^japus in a more favorable sense. Ignoring continual 
varuings from gram:uai'ians and educationalist's, peop3.e are moving/ even if im- " 
wittingly,, toward a favorable attitude tov.-ard aaig-aity. • 

The more chances there are to be confu.r^ed by ambiguous' const j'uot ions , Ihe 

7 ■ ■ 

more ve seem to generate them. Norman C. Stageberg lists tvem;y kinds of am,- 
bigxrity from "a. rlu].l boy's knife" to '^'She told me Joe had come^ vhich pleased 
me."**"^ V/ithorit even thinking about it^ v;e tend to compensate for these st.nic- 
tural ■ ambiguities by svritciiing around the graru;i:ar of v/liat ve i-ead and liear. As 
Williaifi Empson^ v/ritcs, *'V/ords are seen as ala^eady in a gramiinar rath.er as letters 
.are seen as already. iu a word, but one is much more prepai:ed to have been wrong 
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about •fao {^r:inii:iar than about th-? word. 

Next to Eraimnar bookoj hea-.l.line English is l:ho prime sou^-ce of this type 
of ambiguity. You can find thlG sort of thing in aiiy issue of any nevspaper. 

20 ' r :j 

In oxie ij^sue of a local paper I found: 

Pi-ogram Changes for Brookside^ Yorktovn lligii 
• Unit Foi-mj^ bo UdIa^'Iu "Quality'' in Lakeland 
rhase Out of Roa Hook Duinp. Is Pressed • 

Labor Scouts Democrats ... ^. . 

Even 'though sorne sentences strain to fit the Procrusteaia case ^ Gtageberg'^'. ' 
s.ooro of stractui-al aiubiguities "are aintisijig and iristructiye. For example, 
Kuiitber 18 iii the faiailiair t:vpe "I like my roornrnate as veil as .Janice." -which ' . 

parallels John v/arriner's previously noted "I like her better than Isabel." 

*'■■"■-•../■ ■ ■ . ■ 

Here is the vay Warriner handles her and Isabel.;" ^ • 

NOT ""CIEAR I like her better than Isabel. . . . " / ; 

BJi:TTEH I lib? her better than I like Isabel.: 
I OR ' I like her better than .Is'/ibel likes her. 

' The BETTE.R meaning is probably meant nine times out of ten. A case tha"b 
holds nine times out of ten :i sn 't - te.iTibJ.y arribieuous; - textbook v/riters make 
3.avs whose >io.lding povexv is m'jch lov/er. For example, John V/arrinei- himself gives 
the spel'.Lin^:'; xud.e "Keep the final e before a suffix beginning vrlth a consonant"/ 
and foilovrs it by six examples and eight exceptions ^ tvo laore' exceptions tlian 
exaiuples. And VJarriner ' s improved Isabel sentences both need disambiguating: 
Vftio .in "her"? Wiat does "like" mean here? Hov does one person knov hcv ;::;ich 
a second person likes a third persojrr • . • 

Mj' speculations ahc arp;u.ment-G here are {general questions. ' They are not 
J.ntended to refute. John, Wt-rriner or other v/riters of traditional scliool granEnars;; 



These grarranarians are not cribbed by the confines of conventional textbooks. 
Henry I. Christ, -for one, vrites on General Semantics as veil as' on grartiTiar. 
In a - recent article''''"' In ETC. he describes the disparity between the" rigid'"'--^ 
cJ.assifying ''ooxes'-' of language 'and the category -^eluding reality of the "real 
vorld"; ''The poodle doer-n^'t know or care- that it is classified differently 
fro;i). the riongrel dovn the street. /\fi:e*j:* the biologists divi.dcd the v/ori.d of' 
liviv>o; thinss into auiinals and plants , they discovered examples that seemed 
to fit both categories. Our classifications attempt to nianage uature by putting 
evev/tltivjx': into a convenient box, bub that box ii^ nian's, not nature's," 

The trans formatJ.onal grarmnarians have . sensibly taken up Dr. OcK.iam's . 
nntioT'* if t'-ieir-e • t j^- tnore than r^ne logical ly -iios?? Vol e '=*rp] ?^7Tc»*h.ion of p- pbenopieo'''*'^ 
vln lauguajse^,- ling-aistj? tell us to choose the... simplest explanation. Nevertheless 
huMian expression is so various that ambiguous language situations exist ^^vliere 
the ral---r of siinplicity would decree no ambiguity. ...Noam Chomsky, gives as . 
illustration two sei-itencss where one semantic interpretation seems to serve 
both and v/he?>G a single transforrrtation rule should explain all/ But simple 
suV>stitutj.on v.'re.cks explanation and throv;s discovery of the i*ule--if one exists- 
beyond our present ability. Chomsky -s twn sentences: 

. 1. I never saw a irian taller than Joiin.' ' ' . ' 

' ■ ' : 2. I 'never saw b taller vaan than John. 
All ri^ijrt so far. Then .Chomsky substitutes in Sentence 1: . ■ ^ 

"3' 1 i^ever saw a iiian taller than Mary. 
Still all rigVit. even if unlikely. But then Chomsky gives us: 
• 1 never sav a taller man than Mary. ; 
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■ Ko syiitactic explanation we knov/ of fits thin constmctic?i. We can only assUiTio 
that pome hidden" syntactic arnbiguity 'lm^kn within the first tvo sentences;, seme 
elenent makes the san^e-seeining riieanings different. 

In his biography of Dostoevsky, /mdre Gide vritcs: ^'Vfe exist on given 

■■ ■ ■ . , .1 

premises, and readily acquire tlie habit of seeing the vorld; not so rauch as 
it actually is, but as ve have been told and T)ersuaded it is«'^ Another way to 
malce'the same point: pur viev; of the vrorld i:-: the ambiguity ve accept, the 

stand. CKir senses are seloctl\''e of the vorld; so are our words, we can't 
knbv everj'ishing; ve dor;!t need t,o kno\7 everyt-hing; we don^t. even want to know 
everything, 

One hopeful sign thoae dfiys is that people are beginning to admit the 

hecesB5,ty--even the- desirability- -of Ij.ving with ainbiguity. Piecently' the lead " 

'theater review in the New York Sunday Tir>3 3 bore the headline /Antigone * Needfj 

More A:!ibigaity." The revievrer^ VJalter Kerr; dtBclares the performance flat 

end improvocative because the director, by presenting Antigone e-s chastely right 

and Creon as rant ing3-y wrong, has refused '*to show .us any possib.le aitfoigi-iity 

in a play that is nearly all amblsuity. '* ''Life," sayiS Kerr, ''i8 a niaddenlnii'ly ' 

, flirid business, turning firra groui^d to. soft, sl^iifting as masses under the pceou ■ 

shift or as faults tiiat pv-odace eax^thquakes slnft, altering its center of 

27 

gravity without v/arning- -crawling, prowD.ing, evolving, changing*" Iferr • . 
finds the play^s mei^-i'-age in the sxr^eech: • * . ' \ . 

.■V I' cannot. Gay ■ * . 

, Of , any condition of hUT^ian life, '*This is fixed, 
■ This is cleaid.y good, or bad/" v.- - : : ,.: * 

/: VJithout -ainbiguous situations if life, thcrre wduJ.d be no . suspense, no surprise, ... 
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no spice that springs fi'ora variety. One' reason i: or . the horror v;ith which 
people greet suggestions ■ of tampering vrith human genes is that the results • 
proirdse to "be monstrously perf-ect as veil as perfectly monstrous. -If vr- could 
po-Tfeet human stock, v^e v^ould live, in a sci-fi fantasy world lacking; in ■ 
huinan rLnterest ai'id human opportunity for human fulfillnient . Perhaps even 
death would be unnecessary: Coleridge's Nightmare Life- in- Death woul.d no longer 
be merely a personification but would be the lot of every weary humn indi- 
vidUc..l-'~or; better^ nonhiaJT£^Ji nondividual. • • " - . 

Life ^ z accidental , .-.unexpected quality which irks yet deliglits . 
should be the clue to the conclusion that ambiguity is inesctxpable. Wat-ure 
5 Si an*i;v-? n-iioi^*^ - f^^e^-'orjd Is a;n>*»i,n;uou s . society Is ambiguous - And as we have 
seon, lan^^uage is ainbif^uous in at least three distinct and sxgriif ice^rt ways. 

Fossjbly the most ambiguous la.nguat^e of all is- modern English with 
ite^ shedding of' old inflections and its loosening of conventions in both . ' 

. - ■ ■ . . . . . • . 

Speaking and writing. You can try to fight tlie inevitability of ambiguity, ; 
or you can reJ.ax and let if wash over you. "The word/' say the Geileral 
Senianticists , ''ic: not the thing. " The more we push the false one vj-ord/one 
i:liiug notion, the more grief We pile into, the more misunderstanding wo • 
■pile up. In these days vrhen ambiance is a favored word and ambivalence .a 
desired .state,: w*hy not give in to the joy of nob dis?^^^^^ After 1 . 

■ thought 1 had n.eatly pegged the transformational^ gra.mmarians as' inveterate, . ■ 
unb(c*viding disambiguatersj 1 ran across Jacobs and. Rosenbauiji'.s latest work. 
'Tr;jiusfonaationSj^ Btyle ^ and j'Ieanj.u^V In :tbe very first chapter comes the 

■;• sentence:- ."jkih-ifjuity . is .a universal property of language." .So much for : ' ; 
tri£Lt;./;^;eherall:^ationl^/ 



Robert Louis Stevenson, a writer more farriiiiar than inost Vith the 
Jokyii/liyde nature of our language, once wrote in mock despair: "The world 
V7as made before t}:ie i^nglish 3.a.nguage and seemingly upon a dixTerent design. 
And therein lies the case for, a.nd the use of, ambiguity- *: 
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